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November 10, 1995 
Dear Friends: 


After the last issue I received a lot of input via e-mail, so putting this 
one together went quite fast. Material can be submitted by letter, by 
packet (N7CFO@N7DUO.WWA.USA.NOAM), by Internet e-mail or by sending a disk. 
I can convert all popular word processing programs. Submissions in 
electronic form save a lot of keyboard time. 


My apologies to Murray Willer for getting his call wrong [it is VE3FRX, not 
VE7FRX] in the last Keyletter. Actually, I wish that he would move to VE7 
land and neglect to install a burglar alarm at his new QTH.... 


I have found that Rubbermaid brand microwave containers are ideal for 
storing keys under repair. They are made of soft plastic so they won’t harm 
keys. I store the screws and small parts in 35mm film containers. It is 
always a good idea to place a small piece of paper into the container to 
identify the key. I prefer Fujii brand containers - they are transparent so 
you can see the label and contents without opening them. 


J-37 "leg irons" I bought a "leg iron" key at a recent swapmeet. I 
normally pass on them, but this one seems to be newly made. It has a 
plastic base marked "J-37" to the left of the contact, and "R" to the right 
of the contact. The folding base is marked "KY-116/U". This key was 
wrapped in treated paper that was marked "8/75" which I assume is the date 
of manufacture of the paper. Does anyone have any ideas? 


E-MAIL ADDRESSES: The following contributors are up on e-mail: 


Burlingame, Lynn N7CFO keys@scn.org 

Cole, Randy KN6W cole@netcom.com 

Finch, Bob N6CXB bfinch@asp.vet.purdue.edu 
Jacobs, Joe joekey@aol.com 

Kleinman, Russ WA5Y wad5y@astro.wnmu.edu 
McEwen, Neal K5RW nmcewen@metronet.com 
Nutting, Larry WD6TDC larry _nuttingésr.hp.com 
Palmer, Doug KF4GT ecad81@email.mot.com 
Raven, Greg KF5N egr002@email.mot.com. 
Rehak, John N6HI 76327.444@compuserve.com 
Rogozinski, Tony N7BG trogo@primenet.com 
Smith, Tony G4FAI tonysmithétraffcom.co.uk 


Neal McEwen has set up an e-mail reflector for key collectors. To subscribe 
send a message to "listown@jackatak.theporch.com" requesting that you be 
added to the list. The listowner has to manually add you to the list, so it 
may take a day or two. When he does you will receive a message setting 
forth the objectives and operating etiquette for the list. 


For Sale: A friend requested that I sell a Cedar Rapids bug for him. It is 
complete, but the base has been repainted, so we will sell it for best 
offer. Contact me if you are interested. 
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Pete Malvasi sent a video of a key which set me to thinking. In the past I 
have taken reference photos of complicated keys before disassembly. This is 
costly and time consuming. I now video the keys which is much faster, is 
instantly available, and allows for more camera angles. 


BUNNELL GOLD BUGS. So far I have located nineteen Gold bugs with serial 
numbers ranging from 54 to 1025. There are at least three variations, and 
possibly as many as six. The three that I have identified are the round 
knob with stamped logo model, the round knob with a pinned logo plate model, 
and the movable knob model with a pinned logo plate and a three piece base. 
The first two have two piece bases - a top brass plate and a cast base. The 
three piece base has a top brass plate, a center cast base, and a thin metal 
plate on the bottom. Tom French has a two piece base model with straight 
sides on the cast base, rather than the ogee curve. We have reported 
sightings of Gold Bugs with a Vibroplex style finger piece. Has anyone seen 
one, or any advertising for such a variation? I suspect that the finger 
piece was added on by owners, but you never know. I you have a Gold Bug and 
haven’t responded to my survey I would appreciate full information on your 
key. I will publish the results in the next Keyletter. 


CLOVERLEAF VIBROPLEX FRAMES: The following is an updated list of 
Vibroplexes with cloverleaf frames: 

SERIAL MODEL OWNER COMMENT 

58378 Double Lever WD6TDC 253 Broadway 

59843 Blue Racer N7CFO Japanned blue, 253 Broadway 
62002 Blue Racer KA7FIP Japanned fiue, 253 Broadway 
62017 Blue Racer WD6TDC Japanned blue, 253 Broadway 
62163 Blue Racer WW7P Japanned black, 253 Broadway 
63031 Double Lever WW7P Japanned black, 253 Broadway 
63156 Blue Racer VE7FRX Nickel finish 

66514 Blue Racer VE3FRX Japanned 

68746 Blue Racer N7BG Japanned black, 253 Broadway 
69570 Double Lever N7CFO Japanned black, 253 Broadway 
70689 Blue Racer AA5MO Japanned, 253 Broadway 

71291 Blue Racer WD6TDC Japanned blue, 253 Broadway 
75051 Blue Racer WD6TDC Japanned black, [Blue Racer 


mechanism on wide base, left 
hand model] 


76722 Blue Racer K2DCY Japanned blue, 253 Broadway 

82332 Blue Rcr/Jr. K2DCY Japanned black [Blue 
Racer mechanism on 
Junior base] 

87173 Blue Racer N7BG Japanned black, 825 Broadway 

87181 Blue Racer K2DCY Japanned blue, 825 Broadway 

92964 Blue Racer N7CFO Black crackle 

96826 Blue Racer N7BG #4 on #1 base, Nickel plated 

796 Fulton 
102125 Blue Racer N7CFO Japanned black, 796 Fulton 
143684 Blue Racer WW7P Black crackle, 833 Broadway 


Larry Nutting has a Martin Flash key, blue racer style, with a nickel 
finish, SN 5426 with the cloverleaf frame. 
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RAIL TALES: Ruth Eckes, a member of the local chapter of the Morse 
Telegraph Club, has collected and edited a book of stories from railroads 
across the U.S. and Canada. It is illustrated with 70 photographs, and has 
quite a lot of information about the life and times of railroad 
telegraphers. It is available for $14.95 plus $2.00 shipping and handling. 
Washington state residents add 8.2% sales tax. You can order a copy from 
Ruth at 35603 Military Road South, Auburn, WA 98001. 


VIBROPLEX PIN STRIPING: Dave Pennes suggested that I write to Fred Linn, 
W9NZF about how to pin-stripe Japanned base Vibroplex keys. Fred sent the 


following drawings of his equipment. Fred is interested in being a 
Keyletter correspondent, and I am sure that we will be hearing from him in 
the future. He has been a ham since 1932, and is also a railroad 


enthusiast. Fred spent 8 years in the Army Signal Corps, and ended up as 
the Signal Officer of the 9th Armored Division. He went ashore with them on 
Utah Beach, and had quite a tour of most of Europe. With his background I 
am sure that he will contribute a lot of information on WW II Allied 
equipment. Welcome aboard, Fred! 


Fred has the following to say about pin-striping: I use an ordinary ruling 
pen from my old drafting set. I use a rather fluid gilting from a bottle. 
The trick is to use a fluid which runs freely from the pen, but does not 
flood the surface of the bug base. I start with a clean base surface... 
dust and grease can be deadly. Once I start to draw a line, I go through it 
briskly and steadily... no stopping and starting as you go. Use a light 
touch on the pen handle, and hold it at about a 45 to 50 degree angle to the 
surface - this depends on the configuration of the pen and the viscosity of 
the fluid. Experimenting will give you the proper procedure. 


VIBROPLEX RULING GAGE 


Aluminum 1/8" Thick 


WOOD 
7/16" Thick 


Ruling Pen 
i ncsateeanianiganeiicaiaiia 
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Doug Palmer: Regarding pinstriping, I did one recently that came out just 
about perfect. I started with an old Vibroplex Original. The black 
lacquer finish was in excellent condition, with very few chips, but the 
pinstriping was nearly gone. If you held the key up to the light just 
right, you could see where the pinstriping was--the lines were slightly 
raised from the lacquer finish. 


I placed scotch tape along the edges of the pinstriping. Because of the 
smoothness of the lacquer finish, the tape formed a nice seal. Then, I 
painted over the lines with gold enamel, using a tiny brush. Let the 
paint dry for a few hours, and peel up the tape. None of the paint leaked 
under the tape! I did the gold leaf by hand with the same tiny brush (no 
tape). The tricky area is where the gold lines cross near the corners. 
You have to take special care to make sure the tape is flush with the 
base, or the paint will run under the tape. It came out really nice. 


DOUG SENEKER: JI would appreciate any clues anyone could give me toward 
identifying a key. It has the "flavor" of a Steiner key, but it isn’t. 
It has a Y-shaped brass strap as a spring. The cast iron base shows 
remnants of black enamel paint, and gold color carriage striping. The 
iron lever is unusually wide, 5/16". The terminals are designed to 
receive pin-type connectors. I suspect that a lock nut is missing from 
the center screw which limits upward travel, and the upper portion of the 
circuit closer knob is broken off. Fittings are brass except for the 
nickel plated circuit closer. Two mounting holes are provided near the 
terminals. The knob is hard rubber. 


Regarding key boxes, I have a cardboard box marked "From Electric 
Specialty (logo) Mfg. Co. Cedar Rapids, Iowa. U.S.A." The logo is a "CR" 
in a eircle. The box would hold a single key in a case, or a key 
surrounded by packing material. According to company literature, the 
carrying cases were "A substantial all steel case sturdily constructed and 
finished in brown wrinkle baked enamel. Holds either C/R telegraph or 
radio speed keys securely". I have a sketch of the case which shows a 
single non-locking catch in front. Cases sold for $4.00 postpaid in the 
1950" s. 


Tom French. I talked to Tom in mid-October just after he acquired a 
Duomatic (serial number 461). A few days later KEYLETTER #14 showed up 
with my Duomatic article - quite a nice coincidence! 
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Tom Perera. I recently bought a Mecograph 1908 Right Angle bug - the one 
with the Vibroplex-like mechanism. It came in the original wooden box and 
was held in the box by a bolt and long handled wing nut. The bolt passes 
through into a large hole in the base of the key, and the wing nut is 
accessible from the top of the box. I wonder whether the other Mecograph 
models were held into the box by such an arrangement? 


Tom, I have a 1909 Mecograph that came in a hinged wooden box with a bolt to 
secure it. I don’t think that the box was a factory issue, but it appears 
that this was a common way to secure Mecographs. Tom has a list of his key 
collection available for a SASE. All items are available for trade! His 
address is 11 Squire Hill Road, N. Caldwell, NJ 07006. 


Wyn Davies: I recently got hold of a trashed Mac key, 1938B deluxe, 
painted grey matte by someone, no weight, with a Vibroplex square dot 
spring contact and bakelite cable posts...... what a sight. Has anyone 
been able to duplicate the marbleite finish on deluxe Mac keys? 


PETE MALVASI: I attended the 1995 AWA National Conference and met many 
key collectors: Murray Willer, Tom French, Roger Reinke, Gil Schlehman, 
Vince Thompson, Bill Holly, Tom Perera, etc. etc. I found a couple of 
camelbacks that way as well as a double current key and matching wall 
sounder, AWB spark key and early Japanese naval key with pump style handle 
and spark size contacts! 


Murray put on an excellent presentation with French, Schlehman, Holly and 
Reinke as panelists. Tom did a show of military "J" series keys, Holly on 
ephemera especially related to Atlantic cable stuff, Reinke on pocket 
sounders and Gil on off-beat bugs. All in all an excellent job by each. 


The flea market did not reveal many interesting keys for sale but there 
were a lot of nice items which were brought out to offer by way of special 
deals and swaps. Several old time collectors declared an end to key 
collecting as we have known it, claiming that all the good stuff is either 
in collections already or will be priced far beyond reach for many of us 
with modest financial resources. I don’t quite agree but acknowledge it 
takes a lot more digging, creativity and honesty to get worthwhile items. 


I found a couple of museums of interest to key collectors this past 
summer. The first is the Museum of Electronics History in Baltimore. They 
have a great collection of early radar and defense electronic items and 
military communications gear from the pre WW II years through the 60's. 
Additionally, there is a fine reference library with many early books and 
catalogs and a major tube collection. The key collection is not large but 
it includes a red Vibroplex Lightning Bug, an early Navy spark key, and 
several camelbacks. For some reason the keys are all out on shelves for 
visitors to handle! If you’re only interested in keys it is not worth the 
trip but if you are a ham or interested in radios and electronics it is a 
good place to see. 


The other place is the New England Wireless and Steam Museum in East 
Greenwich, Rhode Island. Bob Merriam, WINTE, and his wife Nancy, are the 
curators and this is an impressive collection of rare and early wireless 
apparatus including three cabinets of mostly radio keys with a fair 
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smattering of early land line items. Among the stars of the collection 
are several DeForest spark keys, a few Marconi and several Clapp Eastham 
keys. This museum is not real small although is out in the countryside in 
a Sleepy little town. On the property is a complete Massey Wireless shack 
with all original equipment moved from its original location on Long 
Island! This is really a museum dedicated to engineering and Bob is an 

alumnus of Harvard while other founders of this place (some now deceased) 
have significant reputations in wireless technology development and power 
engineering. One famous major supporter, now deceased, was Thomas Watson, 
Jr. chairman of IBM and son of that firm’s founder. This place is worth 
a detour if you are in Boston (about 1.5 hours away) or Providence. You 
must call in advance to arrange a visit. (401)884-1710. 


I found an unusual key this summer which looks like a Western Electric 
pole changer, but with a more massive trunnion and slightly longer lever. 
It is on a bakelite base and includes a small rectangular brass nameplate 
which reads "MORSE KEY TYPE CT 1576" It uses a Navy style knob with a very 
unusual top knob which is slightly convex and has an aspirin sized black 
"pill" right in the center. A shorting bar consisting of a brass strip 
simply bridges the two front terminals. The contacts are about 1/8" 
diameter and about the same length. It appears to be a maritime key and 
shows some greenish marine corrosion. Sketch 1 is a simple drawing of it 
and I would love to hear if anyone can identify it and tell me about that 
little black pill on the knob. I saw a similar one at the Electronics 
History museum but that one was a jumbo version with spark contacts and no 
nameplate. The staff there did not know much about any of the keys. 
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Sketch 1 Sketch 2 


Another interesting key I acquired was a Partrick & Carter with a steel 
lever - see sketch 2. This also has a unusual baseball diamond shape 
brass base. Roger Reinke has one of these and neither he or several other 
collectors can explain the steel lever which presumably predates the 
Triumph 1881 by 10 years! Anyone have any ideas? 


One night I saw an infomercial for "Flitz" metal polish. You can imagine 
the amazing things they showed and I was convinced to order the $49.95 
package which included the Sushi knives but my usual procrastination 
prevailed and a couple of months passed until I saw a tiny sample tube of 
the stuff in a gun shop. I paid my $3.00 and immediately applied it to a 
Triumph key. Wow, what results! It made the brass shine up like new 

(almost too new) with very little effort. I have since restored many keys 
and instruments including a 365 Marconi and the Partrick Carter cited 
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above with superb results. I have learned to apply it in moderation if I 
want to retain the patina as I did for the brass box shroud for the 365. 
I wash the item to be restored in warm water with a small amount of cloudy 
ammonia and hand clean the parts with a rag and tooth brush and then 
thoroughly rinse and dry them. Then I apply Flitz and the results are 
stunning, especially for brass and chrome. Nickel is also quite good even 
if it is a bit pitted or worn. Flitz is non-abrasive so it will protect 
important markings and often make them stand out more prominently. I have 
since noticed that Flitz is available in larger sizes in gun, camping and 
auto stores. I highly recommend it. 


Pete, I found a tube in a local gun shop, and I agree, it works very well. 
I was impressed at how it cut through the crud that seems to infest keys. 


Tom Perera: I’ve been concentrating on really old stuff and have turned 
up several needle telegraph sets. One is a "trainer" with identical 
displays on each side for instructor and student. Several old needle 
indicators and portable indicators keep me reading up on needle stuff. 
AWA was great fun and a trip to England proved beneficial to my needle in 
a haystack hunting. 


RUSS KLEINMAN: One facet of collecting that even veteran telegraph key 
collectors need to pay more attention to is how to display the pieces they 
have found. I have seen the most wonderful telegraph key collections 
hidden away where nobody can see them, or so poorly lit that they may as 
well have been hidden! We need to take a lesson from retail salesmen, who 
have known for a long time that it isn’t necessarily WHAT you have for 
sale, but HOW you display it that sometimes makes the difference. The big 
three things to remember are Space, Lighting, and Information. 


First, you have to have adequate space to display your keys. If you crowd 
them, they may get damaged and are not easy to carefully examine. It also 
gives the impression that they are not that interesting individually. 
When I last visited the Smithsonian Institute in D.C., the Hope Diamond 
had its own showcase. It would have been much less impressive if it had 
been jammed together with 10 other gems in a small case. 


Second, you have to have adequate lighting. Most interested observers 
want to be able to read even the faint inscriptions stamped on keys. It 
is impossible to do so without good lighting. And you want them to be 
able to do it, it adds to the mystique of a keys when someone is able to 
read "Patented 1875" or the like in one corner! 


And last, but most important, you have to provide a short bit of 
information with each piece to educate the observer and tell the story of 
that key. What about that key made it different or important? Who made 
it and when? If you can make one point with each key by typing out one or 
two sentences on a small card, you’ve done wonderfully. And of course, 
you have to have enough room for the information card as well as the key! 
If you follow these simple rules, the result can be quite satisfying. A 
collection of otherwise not particularly rare telegraph keys takes on a 
whole new value. You don’t have to have a collection of highly sought 
after keys to have a beautiful and informative display that does more to 
educate the viewer than a dream collection stuck in somebody’s basement! 
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I am looking for anyone who can provide pictures of their Coffe-Mecograph 
vertical. Has anyone ever seen one? I already have the patent info, but 
would like to see one in the flesh. Also, does anyone have a Mecograph 
in-line or model 1 they would trade? 


NEAL McEwen: JI have one of the "mailboxes" in remarkably good shape, and 
I also have the Dunduplex that lived in it. You would never guess that 
the "mailbox" is 80 years old to look at it. The one you know about is 
the only other one that I have heard of. 


DAVE PENNES: I’ve found several bugs over the years that have had the 
pendulum weights soldered into position. A simple way to remove them is 
to carefully cut them in half by making 180° cuts using the cutting wheel 
of a Dremel Moto-Tool, making sure that you don’t saw all the way through 
and nick the pendulum. When two 180° cuts are made you grab both halves 
with pliers and usually one half comes right off, and the other is easily 
removed by gently teasing it or bisecting the remaining piece with another 
cut. The solder left on the pendulum is easily removed by heating it on 
an electric stove and wiping it off with a cloth while still hot. End 
result: No damage to the pendulum. 


I’ve had an interesting experience of having come into two Vibroplex 
Original models, both of the black Japanned variety, and both having the 
796 Fulton Street Address, with serial numbers 96,920 and 96,925. Both 
bugs were probably made on the same day, given how close the serial 
numbers are. One was obtained a year of so ago from a flea market in 
Minneapolis, and the other was found in a Cincinnati flea market last 
September. Most interestingly, both bugs hau péfdatum weights soldered 
on, and both came with cords that were braided up in exactly the same 
manner to decrease the effective length of the cords. Fascinating! Makes 
you wonder if they were used in the same telegraph office at one time. 


A place called "Woodworker’s Supply", 1108 North Glenn Road, Casper, WY 
82601 (phone 1-800-645-9292) sells aniline dyes that are soluble in clear 
lacquer, and would be usable to re-lacquer old brass keys. The dyes come 
in dozens of tints, and you have lots of choices. Probably an orange or 
yellow tint would match best, but it is empirical, and I haven’t tried it 
yet. Cheap airbrushing materials can also be obtained from this place and 
would probably be necessary. If you don’t have a compressor, you can get 
compressed air in a spraycan for small airbrushing equipment, but I don’t 
have a source for that. 


Re syringes and 18 ga. needles used to inject Duco cement into the loose 
joints of wooden bug carrying cases that I mentioned in Keyletter #14. I 
can supply some to folks who need them for that purpose. Technically, I 
think it’s a restricted medical item, but I can’t imagine anyone getting 
too upset. By the way, 18 ga. needles are harpoon size. Nothing you’d 
ever even THINK of using for illicit purposes. We only use them in 
medical circumstances on lawyers and hospital administrators. I think 
I’ve seen syringes and needles for sale in agricultural co-op type places 
that sell veterinary stuff. 
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Murray Willer: JI must mention that in Keyletter #124, page 150, referring 
to the Wilcox key, the front of the bug is 3 inches ‘wide, while the rear 
is 1%" wide. Your copy states that the rear is % inches wide which will 
puzzle a few readers. 


Wanted: HAL "FYO" IAMBIC PADDLE (The one made by Hal Communications - not 
the original FYO!) Call John Rehak at (602)759-8019 or e-mail. 


Well, that is it for # 15. I am researching the manufacture of small 
springs. Does anyone have ideas? I have heard that you can wind them out 
of piano wire on a machine lathe using some sort of form and a tensioning 
device. I have looked in vain for texts on the subject. I have quite a 
number of old keys that need coil springs, so this could be a worthwhile 
project. The cone shaped ones will be a real challenge. 


I am also trying to get a line on the guy that was advertising the replica 
"Boston Keys" a year or so ago. Did anyone order one? I wrote to him 
several times, but didn’t get a reply. I would like to know how they 
compare to the original. We should document any differences so we can tell 
them from the real thing in years to come. 


I goofed! On page 164 I have drawings of the "Audible Alphabet 
Transmitter". Unfortunately, the photocopies that were sent to me got 
separated from the accompanying letter, and I can’t remember who sent it. 
If you will please identify yourself, I’1l make sure that you get credit in 
the next Keyletter. The pictures are from a booklet entitled "Telegraphy 
Self-Taught" published by Frederick J. Drake & Co, Chicago. By Theo. A. 
Edison. The copy is marked *1902" in pen and ink. 


Following is a clipping from the 
October, 1975 issue of Ham Radio 
showing a Bencher look-alike made 
by the Teletek Company of Villa 
Park, IL. It appears to be 
identical to the Bencher, so I 
suspect that this company was a 
forerunner of the Bencher Company. 
Does anyone have any information? 


dual lever $27.95 
KEYER PADDLE 


True 
Keying 
Pleasure! 


TELEGRAPH TRIVIAL PURSUIT: J-38's 
have a little brass eyelet screwed 
into the bakelite base. What screw 
thread is the little brass eyelet? 
Answer: 3-48 on Lionel J-38’s and 


FEATURES 


5-32 on all of the others that I’ve 
bothered to check so far. Why such 
an incredibly odd _ thread? If 
anyone can supply the original 
Government specs, it would be 
interesting to see if that little 
detail was specified - Dave Pennes. 


73 de Lynn, N7CFO 
Ed 
“AW YN 


* Nylon Bearings (no bounce) 

* Heavy Machined Base (stays put) 

* Oversize Finger Knobs (positive feel) 

* Split-contact Posts (positive adjustment) 
Make every Keyer perform the way it was 
designed to perform. 


TY-1 (standard, black wrinkle base) only $27.95 
TY-1A (deluxe, nickle plated base) only $34.95 


TELETEK 621 E. Park Boulevard 
Villa Park, IL 60181 

Terms: Shipped prepaid to continental U.S.A. No C.0.D. 

Illinois residents Include 5% sales tax. 
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Lynn A. Burlingame 
15621 SE 26th Street 
Bellevue, WA 98008 


(206)641-5488 
e-mail keys @scn.org 


The N7CFO KEYLETTER is a seldom regular 
publication devoted exclusively to sharing 
information about telegraphy instruments 
and the lore of another age. 
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Can be used with any telegraph outfit. 


This new instrument’ can be obtained from the pub 
Connected with a telegraph instrument. 


lishers of this volume at a low price. 
Write for terms, etc. 


